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Goals for today



Agenda

– Funding ‘customer journey’  

– Challenge 

– Ways to experiment

– Designing an experiment
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Context: what type of funding?

- R&D and science funding
- Selecting startups and businesses to support
- VCs and accelerators
- Grants for SMEs



Illustrative customer journey

Announce 
and 

promote 
funding 

call

Support 
applicants 

and receive 
applications

Insufficient applications

Assess 
proposals 
and select 
which to 

fund 

Agree terms 
and finalise 
agreement 

Funding
drawdown Next phase

Wrong projects selected Projects/firms delayed or fail

What programme features do businesses 
value? (marketing trials focused on different 

features)

Can we encourage 
more/better applications? (eg 

nudging trials)

Can the 
selection 

processes be 
improved? (eg 

behavioural 
biases)

How best to provide 
applicants support to 
prepare applications?

What will be 
done with 
applicants 

turned down?

Is there a need 
for additional 

support for 
funding 

recipients?

Does providing 
written 

feedback adds 
value? (eg 

startup chile)

How to increase the 
commercialisation 

and/or application of 
the knowledge 

produced



Themes: 

1. Getting the right applications

1. Assessing and selecting applicants

1. Measuring impact of the funding

1. Supporting applicants or funded projects



Getting the 
right 

applications

Quality of applications

Reach

Diversity



POSSIBLE CHANGES:

1. Change the language that you use to 
communicate the call

2. Changing the channels you use to communicate the 
call

3. Emphasising different aspects of the call (do 
applicants care just about the funding? Flexibility? 
Prestige?)

4. Changing the applications questions or supporting
applicants



Assessing and 
selecting 

applications

How much information to ask 

What information to ask 

Who does the selection

How many steps/people/etc



Source: Janger, Schmidt, & Strauss (2019)

https://www.wifo.ac.at/publikationen/studien?detail-view=yes&publikation_id=61664


Source: Graves, Barnett, & Clarke (2011)

https://www.bmj.com/content/343/bmj.d4797


“The challenge and opportunity of designing and executing field experiments for innovation systems”, Karim Lakhani keynote at IGL2018

https://www.innovationgrowthlab.org/sites/default/files/Karim%20Lakhani%20IGL2018%20Keynote.pdf


“The challenge and opportunity of designing and executing field experiments for innovation systems”, Karim Lakhani keynote at IGL2018

https://www.innovationgrowthlab.org/sites/default/files/Karim%20Lakhani%20IGL2018%20Keynote.pdf


POSSIBLE CHANGES: 

1. Making process shorter or breaking it into steps

2. Changing the types of questions

3. Changing who assesses and who selects the 
applications

4. Changing the applications questions or supporting
applicants

5. Using new methods and tools (data, algorithm, etc)



Measuring the 
impact of the 

funding

Effect of 
assessment/selection on 
outcomes

Different kinds of impact

Causal evidence



Source: Wu, Wang, & Evans (2019)

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-019-0941-9


POSSIBLE CHANGES

1. Changing the assessment / selection process

2. Changing the type of funding

3. Funding more or fewer proposals

4. Changing the amounts of funding

5. Supporting funded projects



Supporting 
applicants or 

grantees

Supporting (certain kinds of) 
applicants 

Supporting funded projects

Providing feedback



POSSIBLE CHANGES: 

1. Providing more feedback based on information 
already gathered

2. Collecting more data to share with applicants

3. Piloting support structures for applicants

4. Providing support to funded projects: training, 
mentoring, etc



– Funding ‘customer journey’  

– Challenge 

– Ways to experiment

– Designing an experiment

Agenda



Break out into table groups
4-5 people per table



Themes: 

1. Getting the right applications

1. Assessing and selecting applicants

1. Measuring impact of the funding

1. Supporting applicants or funded projects



Introduction

Write down the most interesting / important challenge

2 minutes



Discussion

Agree on one challenge

8 minutes
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How can you experiment?



1. Data
2. Messaging trials 
(AB testing)
3. RCTs
4. ‘Shadow’ 
experiments

Ways to 
experiment



1. Data



Correlations

Simulations

Text analysis

Look at ‘near misses’

Data



Source: Wu, Wang, & Evans (2019)

https://www.nature.com/articles/s41586-019-0941-9


Source

https://www.nber.org/papers/w25759


Source: Wang, Jones, & Wang (2019)

https://arxiv.org/pdf/1903.06958.pdf


Source: Gonzalez-Uribe & Reyes (2019)

http://juanitagonzalez-uribe.net/portfolio/identifying-and-spurring-gazelles-evidence-from-a-business-accelerator/


RCT



2. Messaging trials (AB testing)



Source

https://www.bi.team/blogs/you-have-been-selected-driving-uptake-of-government-schemes/


Source

https://www.bi.team/blogs/you-have-been-selected-driving-uptake-of-government-schemes/


Control vs. treatment job posting in Gee (2018)’s experiment

https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/10.1287/mnsc.2017.2994


Source: Ganguli, Le Coq & Huysentruyt (2018)

Context: Message to social entrepreneurs after EoI

Messages: 

1. Cash reward

1. Support

1. “Social” 

https://scholarworks.umass.edu/econ_workingpaper/258/


Feedback to applicants

Source: Wagner (2016)

https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=2766566


3. Randomised experiments



Expertise of evaluators: Boudreau et al (2016) on 
‘intellectual distance’. 

Iacovone et al in Mexico. 

McKenzie and Sansone (2017) on Machine Learning vs 
judges vs formulas

https://pubsonline.informs.org/doi/pdf/10.1287/mnsc.2015.2285
https://innovationgrowthlab.org/projects/promoting-high-impact-entrepreneurship-mexico-impact-evaluation
https://ideas.repec.org/p/wbk/wbrwps/8271.html


Best 
Applicants

Applicants 
would not 

fund

Marginal 
Applicants

All 
Applicants

Assessment
Process

100% 
Selection

Pick by 
lottery

Not 
Funded

Treatment
(funded)

Control
(not funded)

Funding by ‘triage’ 

For more on this, see Avin (2018)

https://www.shaharavin.com/publication/policy-considerations-for-random-allocation-of-research-funds/


4. ‘Shadow’ experiments



Assessment Process A

Assessment Process B

Application 
#123

Outcome A

Outcome B



Shadow experiments

Application 
#123

Funded

Funded?



Source: Teplitskiy et al (forthcoming)

47% of reviewers changed their score (0% in the control 
group)

How certain are evaluators of their scores?

https://scholar.harvard.edu/misha/projects


Agenda

– Funding ‘customer journey’  

– Challenge 

– Ways to experiment

– Designing an experiment



Developing ideas to test

15 minutes



Group ideas

10 minutes



Thank you

teo.firpo@nesta.org.uk


